Contemplations of Otherness & beauty
Introduction
I create work to catalog the ephemeral and ever changing memories of my past. To fully understand situations and experiences that define me, I manipulate and cognitively dissect through a physical process with the objects and materials that are symbolic to me. By working with my hands in repetitive actions, my mind drifts off into the subconscious. I embody external mythologies to incorporate into my own personal mythology, using my self as the protagonist to set narratives around a central idea. My work is an assemblage of different mediums including ceramics, sculpture, photography, video, and installation to convey my thoughts. I gain inspiration from diminishing memories of childhood to my present day endeavors and failures. Early childhood is a time marked with developmental skills that aid our perceptions of our environment, and vice versa. We continue to build up these fantastic notions until we inevitably learn through action and consequences of life's difficulties. For me, since childhood, mythology has acted as a buffer to these difficulties, telling and reinforcing stories of universal needs and desires. I attempt to fix misgivings and mistakes that weigh heavily on my mind through process. My obsessive tendencies are carried out through the motions of my hands. As I work in a repetitive manner, my hands quickly become automatic and allow my mind to wander into the depths of my subconscious. I fixate on an object that reminds me of someone, or a material that evokes a feeling upon touch. In a way, my practice has turned into a ritualistic practice that I engage in, hoping to find a personal nirvana.
The Realization of Otherness
As I work in the creation of repetitive objects, I often recount the mundane conversations that I engage in, replacing the words in my head with the words I wish I had said. I attribute this lag to my dual--cultural upbringing where true words were often kept to oneself. I lived the first six years of my life in a rural farming town in southern China, only to be transplanted to suburban Maryland. I was raised very differently from my peers, but like any other teenager, I strove for acceptance.
That required paying close attention to what the norm was. I quickly realized that I could never achieve the physical standards for acceptance because I would never be able to wear powder blue eye shadow or create bouncing curls with my thick, pin straight hair. In college, I found myself in western Pennsylvania where I fully became aware of my Otherness. 1 The term Otherness can be applicable for anyone who is the minority in their present environment, but specifically, I address an Otherness that is perpetuated through stereotypes and perceptions placed on Asian women. Otherness derives from Orientialism, which is the representation of Oriental thought, culture, and people through the lens of Western imperialism. Writer Edward Said, who researched and wrote a study on Orientalism, theorized that:
The Western imperial discourse is able to bolster its own position not simply because it can requisition the intellectual's wherewithal in affirming the other's inferiority, but that it can at times and places vacillatingly equate the other as self, depict the other in a positive light, sustain a fantasy of attraction and exoticism for the other, while 1 Alterities in Asia: Reflections on Identity and Regionalism, ed. Leong Yew (Routledge, 2011) , 46--65. 2 Yew, 16. 3 Teaching With Documents: Using Primary Sources From the National Archives. still inherently retaining a separate but co--functioning vision of the other as threatening, repulsive and licentious. 2 Understanding the impact Asian immigration has had on the United States is also fundamental to understanding the racial and sexist problems that have emerged since the nineteenth century. These issues stem from laws that excluded the Chinese from citizenship beginning with The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and then the National Origins Act of 1929 where Asian immigration was altogether prohibited. It was then repealed by the Magnuson Act of 1943 when China was an ally during World War II against the Japanese. However, the repeal limited only 105 Chinese immigrants per year, thus reinforcing prejudice. It wasn't until the Immigration Act of 1965 that eliminated previous policies. 3 The effects of this systematic exclusion exist today in the American subconscious in daily interactions.
As an Asian American woman, it is impossible to not recognize and acknowledge the culturally constructed stereotypes and perceptions strangers view me through. Historically, Asian women have been seen as overtly sexual and exotic objects since Western colonization. "During the US involvement with the Philippines wars, Japan and China in World War II, and more recently, the Korean and Vietnamese Wars, Asian women were perceived by American soldiers as prostitutes and sexual objects who provided rest and recuperation from the war zones." 4 2 Yew, 16. 3 Teaching With Documents: Using Primary Sources From the National Archives.
[Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Administration, 1989.] pp. 82--85.) 4 Connie Chan, "Asian American women: The psychological responses to sexual exploitation and cultural stereotypes." in The Politics of Race and Gender in Therapy, ed. Lenora Fulani (New York: Haworth Press, 1988) , 31--38.
Even prior to Western involvement in Asia, Chinese women have been depicted by and for men since the beginning of Confucian influence some 2000 years ago. 5 Male dominance was the core of the didacticism, strictly binding women in all aspects of living to obeying the man at the top of the familial order.
From the very beginning of Chinese pictorial art, the female was represented of as a real person but as a product of male construction, depending on the gender ideology of the time, but rooted in the patriarchal ethos of the Confucian age. Moving from the ideational representation of the exemplary woman to the palace lady to the deserted woman and culminating, in the final stage, as an anonymous visual metaphor, the female image has remained a signification of masculine power and superiority in Chinese society. 6
These perceptions of Chinese women have long been embedded in our American cultural society, with Europeans transmitting the ideology westward to our contemporary time. Stereotypes have been reinforced through film media since the 1950s, usually objectifying Asian women into one of two roles: a China Doll, who is submissive, exotic, overly sexual, and mysterious, or a Dragon Lady, who is cold, stealthy, and dangerous. These roles have been prevalently produced in Hollywood films such as Memoirs of a Geisha (2005) .
Film and television influence the way we see the world and ourselves. It is a powerful tool in our contemporary global society, as it represents gender, race, class, and social collective norms. However, American television usually only through what they see on their television screens. 7 Growing up only seeing images of Asian women portrayed in a derogatory way has affected my perceptions of self.
There were no positive representational role models that I could identify with, thus creating an immense sense of being an outsider. It is only recently that I have understood this impact because it has not been a widely discussed issue. This notion of individual Asian American voices in popular culture is still new, but with each generation, the filter of difference becomes more transparent.
However, Asian American women are still very much misrepresented or underrepresented in mass media. My work for my Master of Fine Arts thesis exhibition derives from this realization of Otherness. I created five pieces, two that ruminate on ideas of culturally created Otherness, two based on my own ideas of beauty, and one piece that embody both concepts simultaneously.
Self--Sacrificial Butterflies
My piece titled M. Butterfly (2015, see fig.1 ), is based on the late 19 th century story Madama Butterfly written by Giacomo Puccini, who exemplifies classic Asian exoticism in popular culture. The story is ultimately about Cio Cio San, otherwise known as Butterfly, who commits suicide after waiting for her American naval Lieutenant, Pinkteron to return, only to find out he had married an American woman, and she was but a mere sexual convenience abroad. The character lacks individual thought and intelligence, her sole purpose is to be a sexual object, to live and die by her white lover. These fictitious portrayals of Asian women continue to this day to be depicted in American mass media and then naturally influence the way society as a whole thinks about real, individual people. (2015) to shed light on this underlying issue that only those affected realize. The piece is a photograph displayed inside a large fabric covered light box (figure 2). The image shows a female figure wearing a black dress in front of a red background. On her head, she wears a headpiece that lies between transparent and opaque, giving the wearer ambiguity, but the general features are still apparent. The headpiece is created with hundreds of variously sized butterflies made out of silicone caulk. The process involves daily attention of extracting and injecting the silicone into molds to accumulate enough for the purpose of abstraction through quantity. The background of the image is a red sheet. Red represents a myriad of intense emotions from love to danger, and it is heavily associated with China's Communist Party. I choose to use the powerful color with a sheet, because of its implications of a sexual space. By creating and wearing this object, I am attempting to comment on the objectification of a large number of individuals who are viewed in a damaging perspective based on their physical appearance. As writer Larissa Pham puts it, "… we can't extricate race from sex, and we can't extricate sex from race. To be an Asian woman means to deal with the full scope of personas and fantasies imposed upon you. To be an Asian woman means to see the effects of this long history, and to see these images recycled over and over and over again." 11 The musical Miss Saigon, which follows a very similar narrative of the self--sacrificing Asian woman first introduced with Madama Butterfly (1903), reportedly sold $4.4 million dollars in ticket sales the first day of its revival in London 2014. 12 This is evidence that the story is still very popular and profitable.
I created M. Butterfly
With the art world becoming more globalized, there is danger that "artists of the periphery would increasingly become tools of that very market and of the industrialized West's desire to consume the newly fashionable, or to assert the radical "otherness" of the so--called non--Western world". 13 In the 1980s, the term postfeminism 14 stimulated Asian women artists to organize themselves to be heard as a collective voice on issues of displacement, imperialism, economic colonization, sexuality, and identity. Suk Nam Yun, a South Korean artist lead the organization, and alongside three other women in 1985, she organized the group's first public 11 Larissa Pham, "The Madama Butterfly Effect," Yale Daily News (October 19, 2012). 12 Mark Brown, "Miss Saigon breaks West End box office sales record for London revival," The Guardian, 9 September 2013. 13 Whitney Chadwick, Women, Art, and Society, 5 th ed. (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2012), 427. 14 A reactionary movement against the contradictions of second--wave feminism, that is more inclusive to non--white feminists. exhibition titled Group Exhibition at the Kwanhoon Gallery in Seoul. She is still a prominent voice in Asian feminism, as well as the editor for the Korean feminist magazine IF (for identity). 15 Yun's work is dedicated to transforming gender, social, and cultural practices, specifically, she is advocating for redefining Korean women as self-sacrificial beings who lose their identity while serving the needs of others. In her installation, Pink Room (1997, see fig. 3 ), Yun confronts the domestic female space with layers of hidden meaning, incorporating chairs, beads, and spikes. There is a visceral energy of aggression and hysteria in the seemingly 'pretty' silk--covered furniture, but upon further inspection, the surfaces of the chairs are covered with sharp iron spikes, prohibiting function. "The spikes mean that no one cannot take the roles of women for granted like an empty seat on which anyone could easily sit. By upholstering chairs and sofas with a pink fabric and fitting them with steel legs, she turns them into personified women." 16 In my thesis work, I concentrate on a physical feature that Asian women are heavily fetishized for: hair. To fetishize something or someone is to become obsessive with a specific trait or traits that disconnects from the individual herself.
With the development of the Internet and its ability to connect people worldwide based on a common interest, individuals have become more brazen and extreme with united, anonymous obsession. Individuals, such as the originator of 15 Chadwick, 447. 16 First and foremost, the piece is about discomfort with identity, and second, the need to address social cultural perceptions that aid toward that personal identity crisis many underrepresented Asian females undergo. I have had personal experiences of strange men asking to touch my hair, and it always befuddles me that they consider this request to be as normal as asking to pet a dog in a park. My video 17 an online forum. 18 is a looped sequence of myself braiding hair in front of my face repeatedly. By doing so, I'm bringing this physical trait to a frontal view to emphasize the absurdity of perceiving someone based on physical appearance. The video is projected onto stretched lace that is European in style. There is evidence that the core of this fetishization originates from Western colonialization. I alter and abstract the moving image in many layers in attempts to eradicate this issue into sheer nothingness. However that hope is in the very distant future. Mwangi began using video with an interrogation of self by pointing the camera back at her in attempts to discover what it was that represented that difference the "other" saw. The solution she came up with was to use the parts of herself that were 19 Mwangi Hutter, interviewed by Studio International: Visual Arts, Design and Architecture, studiointernational.com, accessed September 26, 2014. experiences, mistakes, and heartaches to start anew. But that is simply an attempt. It is not physically feasible because hair is a regenerative material. I use it in my work to suggest a recurring level of discomfort and self--deprecation with my identity and ideals of femininity, in conjunction to traditional methods such as sewing, weaving, and pinching clay that are perceived to be "women's craft". Again, in Anchored (2013, see fig. 9 ), I incorporated the paper balloons into a performance installation piece. I created a workstation of sorts by using an antique school desk, and attaching a curved metal rod, with a ceramic basket hanging off the end. It is a performance piece where I sit in the desk and fold origami balloons repeatedly. The task is reminiscent of my childhood where I remember folding and ripping and folding on my grandparents concrete floors that chilled me as I sat for hours at a time just folding and folding until my mother came home from work. In my memory of my thoughts at that age, it was my own labor of love in exchange for her labor to provide and support me. After moving to America, it became my responsibility to lessen the language barrier between mother and the complexity of this society. It is a necessary burden that forced me to grow up faster. I choose to perform the task of folding these objects at a schoolhouse desk to reference childhood. The basket in this scenario implies the fragility of this built up burden between my mother and me.
The Beauty of Lived Experience
In my most recent rendition of paper balloons in Remnants of Breath (2015), I attempt to create a permanent catalog of experience based on a fundamental trait of existence: breathing. By firing these objects, I am creating a shell of something that once was. However, they are still fragile objects post--firing because they are thin and delicate, easily broken. I use the color white a lot in my work to suggest this pureness that comes with out personal memories. There is no real way to tell how truthful they are because the more we ruminate on a memory, the more distorted and broken they become. However to us, they are the pure truths of our past because they were first hand experiences we lived through. I find much beauty through my personal experiences that has given me invaluable lessons in humanity. It is the ordinary subtleties that accumulate into a fragile strength. In an interview with Louise Bourgeois, the artist remarked that beauty is only a mystified expression of our own emotion; it is a series of experiences that they project onto an object. Beauty is an intangible concept that shows "learning, understanding, solving problems, and a reward of effort" 22 that goes beyond the senses, and penetrates the soul. It is difficult to analyze ephemeral moments of fleeting time, but we can at least consider the remnants of those experiences in conjunction to our present selves. I believe that all previous successes and failures from our experiences dictate our present decision--making. It is the seemingly unimportant objects, sounds, smells, or feelings that stay with us.
With the scent of honeysuckle wax, I can recall the smell of hot asphalt and accumulation of salty moisture during summer days that I spent daydreaming under the dappling sunlight of an oak tree. "The spaces in which we have suffered from solitude, enjoyed, desired and compromised solitude remain indelible within us, and precisely because the human being want them to remain so." 23 I'm highly influenced by other artists who approach the concept of art making in a similar thought process. One of them is Ann Hamilton, who believes that knowledge is beyond facts and information; it is accumulated through experiences filtered through body and mind. . "You have to trust the things you can't name… you feel through your body, you take in the world through your skin." 24 The installation tropos (1993--1994, see fig. 4 ), references the natural inclination towards stimuli, as plants bow towards the sun. This innate act stems from our subconscious that formulates our words and actions. In the center of the installation, in a sea of horsehair, seats a woman at a desk burning out lines in a book. As the viewer enters the room, they are permeated with the scent of burning paper and smoke. (1993 -1994) .
tropos (1993 -1994) , Hamilton's "concern wasn't the particular book but the activity. The performer singed the page so that the printed word became smoke, which was reabsorbed by the hair, because hair absorbs smells. The word was transformed into matter." 25 The act of labor is overwhelmingly apparent from the hand gathered horsehair and seated figure absorbed in her task. The objects in her installations play an important role, as they are the physical embodiment of a life from birth to decay. I consider labor to be a core concept in my trajectory. The process of creating hundreds of small, repetitive objects take physical time and labor to create, as well as the installation process of assembling all the parts. My family is a huge influence to myself as an individual and artist. For as long as we can remember, my ancestors have been farmers, tending to the same crops in a repetitive fashion, working the same land in the same rural village. With China rapidly shifting from an agrarian culture to an industrial culture, this way of living is dissipating, and the last farmer in our familial line will be my grandfather ( fig. 11 ).
Most individuals from my generation are moving into the big cities to work a monotonous factory job mass--producing commercial objects for the rest of the world. This is another form of working in repetition, only it is soul wrenching. Xu tricks her into eating a pomegranate that forces her back to him annually. 30 The fruit is a metaphor to a relationship that will neither be here nor there because of all the deception layered in between, but nevertheless, I try to suture the wound back to whole again. No matter my attempts, it will always be this terribly gruesome object that once was beautiful and held potential. In the 1980s, the term "postfeminism" became a critical topic of discussion as the new transnational term to describe current feminist discourse that was inclusive to various cultural experiences. Postfeminism came about as a challenge to second-wave feminism due to it's negligence of discussing women of color, class, and identity different from the white middle--class woman. There was a fundamental change in the movement from equality to difference. "Postfeminism facilitates a broad--based, pluralistic conception of the application of feminism, and addresses the demands of marginalized and colonized cultures for a non--hegemonic feminism capable of giving voice to local, indigenous and post colonial feminisms." 33 This broader perspective allows for an all--inclusive conceptual structure that seeks an individualistic agenda rather than a collective political one. The history of the last few decades of Western feminism have been abundantly documented and readily available, however the analysis of "other" feminism is still presently developing. Art critic Flaudette Datuin states that by telling their stories of experiences, they are presenting "revelatory testimonies of their struggle, thus presenting an/Other history -one that is not anchored on a catalogue of styles or forms, nor on a linear narrative of masterpieces and masters." 34 Asian women artists are still currently pushing for a reinstatement of their voice in representation of self. 33 Ann Brooks, Postfeminisms: Feminism, cultural theory and cultural forms (London: Routledge, 1997), 4. 34 Phyllus Hwee Leng Teo, "Alternative Agency in Representation by Contemporary Chinese Women Artists," Asian Culture and History Vol. 2, No. 1 (2010) . While there is a lack of sources that describe the Asian American experience, I found solace in the contemporary articles written by women close to my age. It was a relief in discovering a validation of suppressed emotions through solidarity of difference.
Conclusion
While we have similar experiences of racism and sexism, we are all individuals desiring to speak on behalf of ourselves, to change the Asian female representation that was propelled during the colonialist era and maintained by current mass media.
As an artist, I want to create visual representations of how I perceive the world around me, the things that I find incredible and worth noting. The things that have shaped and defined me: the people who I've disappointed or loved, and those moments I savor. While making work offers me mental alleviation and an outlet for my personal narrative, I primarily want to be able to connect with other individuals who also feel a sense of uncomfortable Otherness. 
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